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ABSTRACT - . - ^ - 

Psycho-Asocial factors in successful age-group, 
svlnnaers vere explored in this^ study. The sub^jects vere 50 ^f eoale 
39 male participants in the 1975 Amateur Athleric Onion National 
Junior Olympics vho vere aske^ to ansver. a set -of guestions from an 
open-ended, questionnaire. Th6 cesultsrsuppoiit a ^picture of young 
persons vho invest a great deal o£ their *&eing in svlmmi^9* ^1^^ 
subjects began to t.rain around nine ye^rs^df^age and spend about; four 
hours each day, <six days each veek^ for about ten and one^half months 
of the year svioming. The results also bf^er eviflence ?:hat powerful 
intrinsic factors mdtiyate the svieme^s, -such as friendships^ , 
. self -satisfaction, fun^ and the joy of the va^r. The subjecl^s place* 
great emphasis cn th^ importance of psychological preparation and 
tended to believe that revards they obtain are largely ':due to their 
ovn efforts rather .thaii external factors. (Tables are included.) 

(RC) . - ^ ; ' / ' ' 
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IHTRODDCTIOH 

Fev iDdiriduals outside the Hmerican (0*8*4^) svlmml^g si^milture 
are avure of the magnitude of iDTolTemen^ "by chlldfef* ^ere are nearly one 
million boys and girls presently participating in &ge-gro\rp svimming programs* ^ 
These pro-ams are usually run "by a private duh; hut some ^e run in con* 
junction vith T's, ^t^oys^ dubs and schools* The general plan has heen to promote 
trfllnlog and cqnseg^ueni competition according to chronological age classifications* 
Un^cr the guidance of the J^s^teur Athletic Uaion^ the goal of the program has heen, 
to/aevelcap top class senior and collegiate svimmers* 

( Considering the magnitude of agp-gro\rp gvlumdng in the n*S*A*« there has 

been a sui^rising lack of scientific ej^lor^tion of the phenomenon* Commenting 

*' ' ^ * * ' / 

on la^ of research in the areaVof age-group programs in all sports. Sage (197^) 
t 

ha3' stated; ^ ^ 

Any discussion Q^this topic invariably depresses me because there 
is such a laSk of eiopirical work on vhicb to base an argument for 
or against these progrjans* ♦ * ♦ The jihysicians and physiologists 
have the most documents^tion and it deals vltb the physiological 
aspectB of participation, but it i,s p^tifoll/ limited* Psycholo- 
' gists have almost nothing^ except their professional bunches # • # 

Young (1975) has commented that some age-group cy^aches and peo^nts are 

iSushing their Children avay from the sport* He feels that much of the'^problem is 

a mental rather' than pbysieal ''bumcnrt.*' Counsilman (197^) has prdposed' a two- 



jg^aj 



factor stress theory of age grotrp swimming programs* Physiological stress is in- 
V volved with the long ^ours of training, approaching 20.000 meters per day'in some 
programs vhile psychological stress t^es in part from parezits and coaches* He ' 
states; ^most of^the harm that comes from age-group svimming^ i? psychological 
stress*" 
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The purpose of this paper was t^N^rplore psycho-social factors'ln 

■ * 

successful age-group svliimers vlth the goal: 

To establish baselines for future research* s 
2* To mskA possible iizrpllcatlons for tSe coach* 

^/ ' 

METHODS 

, •■ ^ ( . 

Subjects for the present study vefe 50 female and 39 male participants 
In the 1975 AAU national Junior Olympics* held In Ithaca* Hev York* August* 
.1975* Ali subjects had met certain criterion times In order to be eligible for 
the meet* The svinnnejrs represented a cross-national sample from fourteen states 
of the USA vith California havlngjt^e greatest represenl^atlon* A restriction on 
participation in the event vas that nxf suimmer could have pai^lclpated in a 
national AAU svljn meet and thus the subjects cannot ^ considered vorld class ^ 
swlinniers* However* based on previous times in thel^ respective eve^^s* three 
males end three females In the study had achieved tinned wiftch v^re among the , 
^tqp' five in the U»S»A» for their age^dass* ^ ^ 

Following the, failure to involve individual coaches in the administration 
of the test* most of the subjects were approached during free time perj|.ods tltrough- 
out the three-day meet* Subjects were asked to ''answer a set of questions that 
would take about one-half to three-quarters of an hour*** Test administrators 
e^gperlenced only about five refusals* , The open-ended questionnaire was similar to 
one used in an earlier study of ^oung national class female runners ^^urke* Straub* 
Bonney^ 1975)» Locxis of control was measured with the test by Uowlckl and Strick- 
land (1973)- 



RESULTS AND DISCUSSIOU 
The results sypport a picture of a youog person who Invests a great deal 
of their being in 6vlmiiilng» As seen in Table 1* the subjects be^n to train around 
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the age of Dice* Thus, the boys heve t>eeD in training for about seven years and 
the girls for aboiit six years* Both boys and girls ^vlrn^ about four hours each 
day, six days each week, for ahout ten and one-half months out of the yeajr» They 

f 

reportefl that education is one of the most iinportant things in their lives (Table 3), 

This attitude vaa supported" by their ctverafee grades in school* Concemiiag tiieir Uper 

group affiliations, females and males, respectively, reported approxJLmately 56*55 

and 56*95 P«r cent of the indivicjuals vith whom they most often associate are svimmers; 

2^**1^3 and 31*00 per cent are athletes; l9*0^^ and 11*97 are non-athletes* Kand^l 

Lesser (19^9) have found that a reference group of peers come to be the most pot^t ^ 

source of influence on adolescents' decisions* Based on data obtained from fifteen 

r 

top British age-group svimmers who trained approximately thirteen hours weekly, 

Hendry and Whiting (1969) found a picture of ' 

• • • excessive involvement in a suibculture of couipetitive sport such 
that a majority of -the time and interest is devoted to physical achieve^ 
ment and personal attainment, leaving little time for other adolescent 
int-erests* 

I'ifty-nine per cent of the hoys (primary parent: 7 mothers, T fathers and 

9 hotji parents), and 5^ per ceijt of the girls {primary parent: 9 mothers, 3 fathexs 

-and 15 both parents) report the inHuence of parents in their decisions to train 

for ^vlmming* This is in marked contrast to a group of yoxing female distance runners 

I 

where only one set of parents had a role in the decision to train (Bur>ce, Straub, 
Bonney, l9T5)* The greater favorable publicity accorded svimmers vith the consequent 
great^ potential for vicarious involvement by the parent is clearly a possible rea- 
son for the differences* " ^ ^ 

Tables 2 and 3 may provide ^ome insight into the motivation of these young 



athletes* * All subjects vare members of a club or formal team* In response to vhy 
they Joined the teem the most frequent responses from both boys and girls vere (l) ^ 
the coaching, (2) the locality or convenience of the pool and (3) the people involved 
vith the program* The interaction of th0 coach and personal dreams vas reflected by 



the response of a fatirteen year old girl as follovs: 

Ever since I vas little I v&uted to swim In coinitetltlon* I have bad 
this dreavi to go Into the olyit^plcs and this 1£ sqt ^oal! My coach 
seamed and Is reelly devoted bo I-tiiought I should ^ as devoted* 

A fifteen year old girl stated: "I lored the water and-vanted to he an athlete*" 

vbile a fifteen year old hoy said, "l wanted to see how good I conld get in * swim- 

ming*" A thirteen year old girl said» "I started vlth kindergarten* It seemed 

llie fim." 

As to why these athletes have stayed with their duh or team* once again 
the responaea from hoys a^d girls were similar as follows: (l) tKe coaching* 
{2) teaimaates and friends* {3) the positive feeling of Inrprovement * and {!*) fun or 
enJoymen^^A fifteen year old girl responded* "a goal {olyurplc gold) that drives 
-me on." Th^ amhlvalence of a fojjrteen year old glrl^was demonstrated "by the re- 
mark* **Hahlt» I tlilnk I en^oy It." The res:fonse of, a sixteen year old hoy ap* 
parently reflects the attitudes of many of the s«nnaers: **My cluh offers me suh- 
stantlal workouts* friendships and coaching needed to heMa good svimmer. The 
reiD6^ks of twoGeventeen year old hoys reflect the sense of a self-satlsfactlpn 
expressed 'by many^ "Because I did good In It and I^meet people and have a good 
time** and "I vas getting hetter everyyearln the sport* so I continued.** 

The most frequent responses concemipg what the athletes liked best 
about svimming dealt vlth: (l) the cQmpetlmon* (2) the people* (3) the self- 
'satisfaction, and {^) the travel. A fourteen year old girl siimmarlzed the thoughtJ 
of many when «he stated*- — Z 1_ ____ 

The coach; hov the* kids en^oy svimming. I love ^svimming hecnuse of 
the manji things you learn an i gain from the sport. It Is a very 
disciplined sport. It makes me feel great every ft tme I hit the 
water. ^ y \ * 

The Independences of these athletes was reflected In the response hy a seventeen 

year old hoy and an eighteen year old girl r respectively: "You alone can do the 

(i 



Job» nobody can be blamed but youreelf" and "revarde you eet/^ eatlsfactlon of 

1 '■ ' 

bettering yourself." The iiirportaiice of Boclallzatlon in age-group svimming was 
demonstrated by the commentB of a fourteen year old girl.: "Its fun, you meet nev 
people, you travel and eee different^ places and you experience nev thlnge that you 
aren*t able to experience in ancrther sport" and by a fifteen year old girl: "meeting 
all the different people and having all the fun and excltemeut and, achievement. " 

Sage (l9T3) has expressed the opinion that "motivational emphasis in 
noBt klde* sports programs is almost always extrinsic rather than intrlufilc." The 
results offer evidence that there are indeed poverful ^intrinsic factors which could 
be used the effective coach- The friendships, self-satisfaction, the fun, the Joy 
of the water are all factors which could be utilized by the coach in. an effort to 
reduce the hanoful effects of psychological stress. Rushall (l9T0) has recoaimended 
that the environment around the age-groirp svimming prograln be structured so as to 
provide positive reinforcement. The coach should be able to Individualize the 
program in such a vay that the child looks forvard to practice. In a similar theme, 
7oung (l9T5) has wamed*that young svlmew should be allowed to act like children. 
The success of one coaching staff In effectively dealing with a twelve year old 
female swimmer, who ranks In the tqp five In the county In her event was reflected ^ 
as she expre'ssed what she liked best about swimming; **Ve have different workouts 
and our coaches make up funny Jokes and stories." 

"psycboiogical" attitudes ^ 

The psychological preparation of athletes has become of major iiitportance 
during the past ten years. More and more coaches have^ome to reallie that a 
vell-condltloned body is of little value xinless the athlete Is motivated to excel 
In his/her particular sport. The objective of course 1^ to produce athletes who 
are highly skilled, vcll-conditloried, and optimally motivated. 
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Hot only have coaches begun to realize the importgtnce of the ^:^c^gJ.ogical 
factors vhich afferct attiletes as they participate in sports but the athletes them- ^ 
selves kaov that they must be bi^ily -motivated if they are to perform at high levels 
of coKipetition* How one think? often influences hov one plays! Th* young male and ^ 
female athletes who were the subjectsof this study placed great enipahsis on the im- 
portance of psychological preparation as evidenced from their responses to the fol-- 

loftf^ing questions: - ^ 

/ 

Pqv important is your psychological stat^'e of mind _ i n ' ^reparation 
*^ for an Important? * ^ 

In a rather^Urprising shov of unanimity, every svimmer's response shov^ 

a perceived importance Tor the "psychological state of ndnd^ prii)r to a "big meet." 

Most responded with the words very important" while ^Others used phras^es such as 

i 

'*99*9Jt»'' "most important, "90? mind and lOJf physical," "most of it is psychological,'' 
Or "almost as important as training.^- One sirteen year old male said, "the way you feel 
determines how well ypu can put out to swim," while a seventeen year old male expres- 

sed tlie comment^ that "peak performance depqpds on mental attitude and ability to be 

. - ^ h 

vlthin myself*" The opinions of females veiA essentially the same as males* A six- 

■ / 

teen year old female asid "It is very important. I have to really be psyched up — but 
not outi" A fourteen year, old feti(ale who is in the top five in the country in her 
pla^s ejg^ressed the-opinion : "Pretty much all of it. I usually am ready for anything" 
physically* But, if I dcrn*t know I'll do it, I might do O.K*, but not good." 

Do you find that your general behavior is altered in the time period 
around a bif^ meet? For how longY In what wayst 
Three boys (8 per cent) and 10 girls (20 pfer cent) responded "no*' to the 
initial <luestion. Considerable differences were expressed about the time period. 
They ranged from 15-30 minutes to two weeks* The median and modal response was one * 
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veek In both boys (lo) fin& girls (t)* The mosi conunoD responsesto the last ques- 
tlan for the' hoys vere "serious'' (1*) and "sleep more" while for the glr3fc It was 

"quiet" (6) and "serloiis^ 

Other responses for the boys were "snotty»" "tenrperamental »" "antl~soelal» 
"frustrated*" "nerv6uB»" "roudier/ "more Jumpy/' Acting stiq)ld»" "hyperactive." 
"uneomfortable" and "exelteable. " Wher responSeg for the girls wej-e "nervous." 
**frustrated»" "Irritable^" "moody*" "sleep more*'' "acting roudy" and "worry about 
food*" V * 

/ r In referring to vrestllng in particular* Kroll (1972) ha^ noted that 

coaches haTC an alinost nys^dcal belief In the value of motlTatlon and in the "psy- 
ching xq>" of athletes for successful performance* McCafferty {^73)* has observed 
that in some sports* coaches do more p^yching-out than 'psychiDg**up* Al*j)ng these 
same lines* Larger (1966) has hypothesized that pre-competltlon psych-up talks pro- 
bably do not affect the anjciety of the good athlete but loay adversely affect the ' 
poor athlete* I'he evidence from the present stu(^ suggests that almost all of the 
athletes perceive some fom of heightened state of anxiety as cozripetltlon nears* Ad 

■ f . ' ■ • 

ditlonal presstixe from parents and coaches may mahe the pressure too difficult to 
bear^ Porter (1972) found that pressure from coaches* parents and failure to pei^ 
from the expectation vere reasons most often cited by age-group svlmmers who dis- 
continued training*, ' ^ " 

LOCUS OF COMTROL 

^ Lo'cus of Control (l-E)^ or the way In vhich individuals perceive the rein- 
focements which they receive, has become a central concept J^^psychology since 
Rotter (1?66) put)llshed his classical paper in 1966- Since thit time* more than 
600 articles have been published ahS many theses and 'dissertations have been 
vrltten (Phare?* 1976)*^ Few studies* however* have been condPcted In which ^ 
athletes have served as subjects* 
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InterD^*^xtem&l control of reinforcement Is an inrportant concept In 
Hotter* s . Social Levining theory of Personality. Although it is an inrportant 
determinant of behaviour, I-^-E-is not the only variable which influences the way 
in vhicb individuals behave. Internals believe that the rewards they obtain are due 
largely to tBeir ovn efforts* Externals^ oh the other h&nd^ feel that the reinforce*- 
menis they get s^e due largely to factors outside themselves, i*e*, to luck, chance 
or pawerf^il othetJs« Locus of control may be conceptualized as existing on a contin* 
uum,vlth externality at oae end of the scale and internality at the other* As ex- 
pectedy-moat people fall somevhere in between the two extremes* Jtesearch shows» 
hov^ver^ that I-^E is related ^o social class, ability to delay gratification, 
ethnicity and varioua environmental ^nd cultural factors (Crendall, Katkovsky, Pres- 
ton, 1965; Parsons, Schneider* Hfflisen> l9T0; Schneiden^ Parsons, 19Tef; Stricjtland* 
19T3h Zythkoskee* Stricklaid* Watson* 1971)* 

A review of the means and standard deviations and t- tests iQ Tables 
U and 5* support the generalization that these young swimmers ere internal in their 
perceptions .pf reinforcement* That Is to say* they seem to "bA integrated individuals 
vho believe that they are capable of ^haping their own destiny* These results fiJ^e 
in si^^ipori of a recent stutjy pf young female distance runner^ (Burke^ Stranb^^Bonjaey^ 



1975^) vho ver^hlgh in internality^ Independent and possessed superior academic 

■ ■ I ; 

achievement* 

A multi-factor analysis of variance 2x2x2 design vas used to test pre- 
sence, of possible differences in the sexes, hy age and by event* The ouly signifl- 
cant F-*ratio (p < *05) in locus of control vas between sprinters and distance svlmmers 
may enduxe greater pain over longer perioSs of time thus resulting in "gi^ater delays 
in gratification* 
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Significant differences were, not found for sex , and age variables. Phares 
(1976) reports that a vide majority of studies do not find significant differences 

In I-E scores beveen men ai^d vomen. The present study vaB uiable to support earlier 

*■ 

studies which have found an increased internality vith advancing age in, children' 
(Phares, 1976). To the extent th^t I-E may be influenced by envirrapiental factors 
It Is pqssible thatthi^ finding may. be explained^ by the early yea^s of training 
vhieh may result In an enduring belief that indeed an individual has the abllltjfi.to 
shape his or her destiny. , 

OjOsing thoughts 

In interpreting theqji^^data , the reader should remember that these are 

"successful** age-group swimmers. Most of these atjiletes had flSjnJjhousanda of 

mll^ to partipipate in this event and probably represtftteU^theX^ite fev from 

theij* club or team. Relative to I-E scores -it must be pointed out that these data are 

' If 

cross-sectional in nature ^d no implication^ can be 'drawn relative to cause and 

effect. Furbbernore , no attest vas mbde to control for socio-e;oDj;»mic*«lasES^ 

* 

academic achievement pr the influence of parents, all critical ^tecedent variables 
in I-E. This ^udjr. inay be viewed only as a beginning in .the analysis of a complex ' 
phenomenon • - ^ - \ ■ ' 

■ . 7 . • ■ , ' , ; ■ .■ 
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Table, 1* Means and Standard Deviations fpr Selected Variables In Success* 
ful Age-group Svlauners* * 



\ 



Males (N=»39) Females (S=50) 







SD 




SD 


Age 


16.73 


1,30 


15.10 


i.i6ar 


Age vlien formal training began 


9.15 


2.36 


9.21 


2.1*9 


HourB routinely trained per day 




1.03 


3.96 


, .66 


Daye routinely trained per veek 


5.96 


.61» 


5.96 


.63 


fiouvns xvu^mcxj^ vrajjicu per ^ear 








71I 


Approxii&ate arerage In school 
{A'90-100; B=^60-90j O=70-80; I^6o-70) 


66.06 


7.06 

t 


66.91 


6.05 


Of individuals you' asaoclate vitb most 
often > approzlmately vhat percentage 
share your interest in'^svinming' 


56.95 


26.31 


56.55 


26.1(5 


Of Individuals you associate with most 
often, approximately vhat percentage 
share your Interest In a sport oth^r 
than svimming 


31.06 


26.50 


2k. U3 


•« 

25.|»o 


Of iDdiTiduals you ^soclate vltb most 
often » approximately vhat percentage 
do not regiilarly participate in a 
eport 


11.97 


11.95 - 


19.0l» 


• lb. 53 



Noyick J. -Strickland test of I-E 



6.26 3.5lt 



10.15 3.95 
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Table 2. Factors Chosen 'by Successful Age-group Svimmers 1^ Selection of and 
Continuation. bn Their Club or Teem* 



Please list the factors vhlch Influenced your decision to Join your club 


> 

or team 


Males 


. t ■ 


» 




FemalSs 




\ 


Response Frequency 


Percent 


Response 


Frequency 


Percent 


Coaching 


16 




Coaching 




19 - 


36 


"People" "Teamaate" 


' 9 


23 


*^eoplc'* "Teanflhate*' 
"Friend" 


15 


. 30 


locality 

L 


9 


23 


Locality 




10 


20. 


"To be good air 
Bomething" {"to be 
an athlete") 
Parents f 


k 

k 


10- 
' 10 


Parents 

Sijoyment 

Competition 




5 
3 
3 


10 

6 

$ ' 


"Nothing else to do" 
"Pass the tijnt" . 


k 


10 


V 








Please list the factors 


vhlch -have caused you _to continue , 


on your glut or team. 


Coaching 


16 


Itl 


"Friends" "Teamn 


ate" 


16 


32 


Teammates (friends) 


16 


' Itl 


"Enjoyment" "fUD 


" 


13 


26 


"I improved a lot" 


12 


* 31 


Coaching 




13 


. 26 


"I have fun" 
Facilities 


T 
5 


16 
■ 13 


"Success" "iniprove- 
ment" 


10 


20 . 


"I love to compete" 
Travel 


3 - 
2 

V 

2 


' 6 
5 


"In siape'' or 
"health" 




3 


6 


ScholarshiJ> possl- 
Mllties I 


5 


Location 
Travel 
CoDipetltlon 
Scholarships 




3 
2 
2 
2 


6 
It 

• ; It 
tt 



14 



Table 3* Sources of Motivation In Successful Age-group Swlmoiers. 



Vbet do you like beM about your sportT 




Males 



Females 



Besponse 


Frequency Percent 


Besponse • 


Frequency Percent 


"Competition" 






"Competition" 






{"meets") 


13 


33 


("•meets") 


21 


li2 


"People" 


10 


26 


"Travel" 


10 


20 


"Self-satlsfactlon" 


6 


21 


"Self -satisfaction" 


^ 9 


16 


"Travel" 


T 


16 


"People" 


9 


16 




1» 


10 


■ "Pun" 




6 


"Phyeleal Fltneae^ 


2 


5 ' 


"Health" - 




■ 6 


]"Inaividuallty" 


% 


3 


"Coach" 


" 3 


6 


"Girls" 


1 


3 


/'Belaxlng" . 


2 




"Coach" 


2 


3 








Make a list of the most laportant' things In your life. 

* 




27 


69 


Svimming 


• 33 


66 


Education 


26 




Family 


22 




Girls {"sex") 


11 


26 


Education 


20 




Family 


9 


21 


Friends 


16 


32 


blends 


6 


.15 


Boys ^ , 


T 


lit 


Eating 


1» 


10 


Eating 




10 


Sleeping 


3 


6 


Religion 


5 


10 


Patrlotl&m 


3 


6 


Pets 


5 


10 


Fun 


' 3 


6 


Health 


2 




Success 


3 


6 


Fiitttre 


2 




Religion 


1 


3 


Happiness 


1 


2 


Money 


1 


3 


Money 


1 


2 


TV 


1 




Music 


1 


2 ■ 








Olympics 


1 


2 , 



15 



ERIC 



\ 



Table I-E Means wd ^audard Devlatlona V 8«^> and ^IVpes of Event 



Males 



Females 



Age Less than l6 



Ag© 16 OP Greater 



Age Less than 16 



Age 16 op Gf^eatep 



Distance Sprinter Distance 


Sprinter • Distance 


{200 ytio. or lese 


Distance 




{200 yds. or leas) 


(200 yds. or lesa) 


) 


(200 yds. or less) 


X SD 3£ SD X ,SD 


X SD X SD 


J? SD 


X * SD 


X SD 


5.33 3.79 lO.ltO 2.70 7.13 3.31 


-8.58 3.50 5.57 3.1*1 


11.19 It.ll* 


6.75 3.59 


9.17 3.2lt 



Table 5* 1-E Meana and Standard Deviations /by Opade Level. 



er|c 



Ma;ifs^ 



Females 




















Svimmers 


Noms* 


Svlninere < 


Norms' 


1 


Qrade 


Id School X SD 


X SD 


X 


SD 


X 


SD 


7th 




13.15 1*.87 


7.71* 


3.ltO 


,13.91** 


It. 23 








(7) 








8tb 




lit. 73 It. 35 


12.30 


It. 00 


12.29 


3.58 








(10) 








9th 


10.00* 2.91* 


13.81* It. 06 


11.88- 


3.80 


12.25 


3.75 




{!*) 




(8) 








10th 


7.36*^ 2.91 


13.05* 5.3lt 


8.91<^ 


3.53 


12.98* 


5.31- 




(11) 




(11) 








nth 


9»20<^ It. 18 


12.lt8* It. 81 


6.00* 


1.00 


12.01* 


5.15 




(10) 




(3) 








12th 


7.92"^ 3.63 


11.38<^ lt.71t 


• 10.33 


3. lit 


12.37 


5.05 




(12) 




- (6) 









fjfovlcltl. Strickland. 1973. 

a « ~p < ^0^ hetveen svimmers and norms . 



